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Banks & Ackerman Women Frisoners; leintegration into Family and
] Communi ty

Abstract

Group psychotherapy was used to facilitate the social coping skills
of women who were scheduled to be released from priscn. Psychosoclal
rehabilitation strategies were utilized in the transition from prison
back into familles and commmunities. Issues addressed included
developing socially appropriate coping skills, learning about community
resources, and developing a perspective of family and community roles.
Pre~ and post-test measurements were taken of copin skills. Perceptions
of self and others, and sources of family stress were identified. The
goal of therapy was to strength the ability of women prisoners and to use
the resources of their families and communities. Outcome data indicated
that these prisoners understood the efficacy of roving away from self-
centered, self-reliant activities which were harmful in their coping as
well as decreasing the frequency of the avoidant behaviors which
immediately reduced tension. Participants began to delay gratification
and consider the use ot social supports to develop more efficacious
coping skills, In follow-up ingiiries 18 months after the training, the
women had a recidivism rate of 9%. This is a drop of one-third compared
to the overall prison population. It is recommended that families of
returning women prisoners and the prisoners might be psychosocially
strengthened with therapeutic and educational training.
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Little research exists that addresses the issue of
rehabilitation of women prisoners. A program was developed to assist
wosen who were soon to be released from prison in saking the
transition from the prison back into their families and communities.
The workshop was one of a series of didactic and experiential
training sessions to prepare wosen prisoners for re-entry into
soci1ety. The women with whom we worked were receiving vocational
training., but found it extremely difficult to obtain and/or maintain
gainful employment, following previous releases from the prison. As
a result, the issues addressed included developing socially
appropriate coping skills, learning about commurity resources, and
developing a perspective of their roles within their famsilies and
coamunities. The focus on family was used because these wosen were
victims of the societal expectation that women have multiple roles

with the primary roles being wife and mother. Their inability to
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successfully juggle their sultiple roles had led to repeateaLj
ancarceration for several of the women as they tended to act Sui in
M antisocial manner when they were frustrated. The goal of the
workshop was to assist these women in finding supports that would
ease the burden of their multiple roles. Pre- and post-test
aeasuresents were taken of coping skills. Perceptions of self and

others. and sources of family stress were also evaluatr .
Sub jects

Empirical data on women in a midwestern correctional
institution were collected during a workshop in which family-related
issues and community sources of stress in family systems were
identified by women prisoners ( N =16). The participants covered an
age ranqge from late teenaged to middle-aged, and included ™ .ck,

American Indian, and white women.
Methods

The workshop included a variety of exercises which involved
both individual and group participation. As a pretest, each of the
woRen was given a list of coping behaviors (adapted from (McCubbin,

Boss, Wilson, and Lester, in press). They were asked to indicate
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those coping skills which they found useful. The woesen then;s“

‘discussed how the skills were helpful and shared other skillsdnkich
Wev used successfully.

After the discussion of coping skills, the women discussed the
1ssues of Interpersonal Influence, Values, Caring, Work Relations,
Rejection and Alientation, Needs and Wants, and Interpersonal
Competence (Johnson, 1972).There was a focus in those exercises on
the ways the women felt others perceived them.

The women were then asked to complete a set of incomplete
sentences and to share their responses. The sentences were written
to shift focus in two directions: (a) from external perspectives to
internal perceptions, and (b) from general relationships to the
specific relationships with family, community, and self.

Once the focus on family had been firmly established, the issue
of normal family development was addressed. The women were asked to
indicate the family life events and changes which had occurred in
their families during their incarcerations (adapted from McCubbin
ano Patterson, 1981).The goal was to point out that the families to
which the women would return would be different from the fasilies
trom which they had originally been separated, due, in large part,
to normal maturation. There was qroup discussion as the prisoners

shared insights.

The tinal segaent of the workshop involved & didactic session

“



Women FPrisoners 4

on coasunity resources and rights to public services. This iﬂm&uded
distribution of and discussion about specific services in the state
weth names, addresses, and telephone numbers, and descriptions of
aqencies. Special attention was paid to those agencies which
provided multiple services and referral services which could provide
quidance around choosing appropriate services.

A post-test was then conducted by having the women endorse the
coping skills which they felt would be most helpful to thes

(McCubbin, Boss, WNilson, and Lester, in press).

Results

Each woman identified ways to reduce tensions, social supports,
and aspects of self-reliance which would be helpful in the
reinteqgration process into their families and communities. The
pretest coping skills revealed tactics that reflected immediate ways
to reduce tension, without regard to possible negative consequences,
sose self-reliance., and minieal use of available social supports.
Their discussion revealeu low self-~esteem and a tendency to cope by
depending on others’ decisions and/or in a reactive, rather than
responsive, sanner to environmental stress. These wosen reduced
tension by withdrawing, using behaviors such as crying or watching

televasion.
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Self-reliant, constructive activities were not used, buf*éharo
wNas & focus instead on purely selé-centered tasks, such as hcﬁbies,
meting, and exercise. These women did not consider, for example,
pursuing professional counselling ~r developing independence as
useful tactics, but leaned toward activities which involved
withdrawal and dependency.

In examining the social supports chosen by these women, it was
noted that fewer than 50% indicated consideration of local programs
or activities designed for people in similar situations, seeking out
of new and understanding friends and/or more supportive
relationships, or pursuit of local economic benefits for thesselves
or their families.

Personality measures and dimensions of coping suggested that
the women experienced feelings of low self~worth, a sense of
depenoing upon parents, spouses, boyfriends, and/or other authority
adult figures. These wosen were generally unwilling to take
responsibilityv for their destinies, rather tending to blame other
people (such as the parole doard or the prison staff) or
institutions (e.g., the law or the state) for their lack of
progress. Only two 0f the prisoners acknowledged that they were
responsible for their present situations.

Interpersonally, the women indicated trust primarily in 6od

(38%) and in thesselves (31%). Twanty~five percent msentioned other
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people, generally reflecting a lack of trust in others. -~

Interestingly, though, in examining what these women liked about

Shemselves., characteristics of good interpersonal skills were
revea.ed, such as ability to understand others, feelings for other
people, and ability to help others.

Mhen percecticns of significant others were explored, only
three of the prisoners described their fathers in specific positive
terns (supportive, easy to talk to, or warma). In general, the
responses were vaque (great, nice) or concrete (dead, does not work,
or a man). Similarly, responses about mothers were mixed. There were
positive responses. such as understanding, fantastic, always there,
and special, or neqative responses, e.q., ignorant, blasing, or
pertectionistic.

In examining these women’'s perceptions of home, there was
little sense of belonging or connectedness with home as a place
where the family existed in an atmosphere of love and support. Only
two Of the women descrioed home as a place they missed and/or to
which they wanted to return,

Family was described as a source of love and understanding dy
only five of the insates. In discussion, it was noted that the
ethnic minority wosen (Black and Aserican Irdian) described
supoortive relationships with their families with relatives who

visiteo, corresponded, and/or provided child care, wheress the white
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woaen tended to experience total rejection or increased strdfﬂﬁin
family relationships. K
» The women enumerated family life events and changes in their
nuclear and extended families. During their incarcerations, the
wOREN were aware of a variety of family stresses, as illustrated in
Table 1. It 18 important to note that, as women, these prisoners
were primsary caretakers in their +amilies and therefore responﬁible
for handiing family finances. vet only 25% initially considered
oursuing local economic benefits available to thes and none
indicatec awaren@ss of any finanCiral stresses or changes in work
status of tamily members.

The post-test data revealed that the wosen had new social and
community resources to turn to after release from prison but did not
perceive ways in which their families could help thes more. As noted
1n the results of the pretest of coping skills and the personality
descriptions, these women were very dapendent upon others and did
not use self~reliant coping skills, vet they appzared to recognize
that their familial dependence vas also not particularly helpful to
them. Fiqure 1 indicates that there was significant change in the
perceived etticacies of the use of hobbies (less useful) and of
keeping one’'s self 1n good shape (more useful), vet there was still
avoidance of activiilies leading to the insecurity of independence.

The woxen volunteered that other coping skills which they found

10
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effective were reading. keeping a journal, listening to tho‘fl;to,
SPRNdINg time with their children, going for walks, and isolaitﬁg
esselves. All of those activities involve a withdrawal from
contact with other adults. In discussion, the prisoners were unable
to state that thev recturned to stressful situations after periods of
withdrawal to actively participate in contructive probles solving.
They appeared to either withdraw completely or react inappropriately
to stress. Overall, there was ambivalence in both the pre- and
post—-test measures of self-reliant coping skills with no significant
general change 1n this area.

Figure 2 reveals, however, that there was a marked reduction in
the perception of the usefulness of ismediate tension~reducing
activities. Specific activities which were no longer perceived as
useful were crving and watching television. The change in
perspective suggested that the women were considering alternatives
which di1d not ismediately reduce tension but would be more effective
across time.

This was verified by the results shown in Figure 3, which
reflects a significant increase in the perceived efficacy of social
supports. Whereas {ewer than 30X of the prisoners initially
Indicated any willinaness to use local programs people in their
si1tuations, take advantage of local economic benafits, or develop

new lifestvies with different friends and activities, there was a

11
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significant increase 1n the perceived usefulness of such acff?ities.
With 1nvolvesent 1n soCially supportive activities, there noufu;be
Mcreased opportunities for these women to learn how to handle their
sultiple roles and constructively reduce stress in their
environments. With the increased ability to manage their lives,
would come 1rcreased selé-esteem.

The qgoal of the workshop was to strengthen the ability of wosen
prisoners to use the resources of their families and communities.
Data 1ndicate that the goal was reached as these womsen prisoners
clearly understood the etficacy of moving away from self-centered
self-reliant actavities and immediate tension reducers toward coping
skills 1nvolving delay of gratification and the use of social
supports. It 18 sugoested that families of returning women

prisoners. as well as the prisoners themselves. aight be

strenqthened with si1mrlar training and educational programs.

12
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Wole (. Famly stressors occurring during incarceration

Stressors:

Intratamilial firess

Mari tal sl Ess

Illness

Deaths and/or losses of relationships
Transitions 1n or out of the family

lL.egal viplations
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Figure 1. Nusber of prisoners using self-reliance
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Figure 2. Number of prisoners using tension reduction
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Figure 3. Nusber of prisoners using social supports
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